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CANADA – ONE PAW AT A TIME

by Joanne Hagen

Imagine.

Five thousand miles across Canada, traveling by dog team, alone.  No credit cards, no cash, at times eating road kill to survive.  Picking bottles and cans along the way for dog food money, foraging for dandelion greens and other edibles from Mother Nature’s menu, accusations of vagrancy, ice storms to heat waves, charges of animal mistreatment from animal rights activists. It is a story that would challenge the best veteran fiction writer’s imagination.  

But for Linda Fair, the journey was all too real, and its spur-of-the-moment launch was completely without any kind of planning, organizing, or preparation.  There wasn’t time. Living with an abusive spouse is a potentially life-threatening, extremely unpredictable existence, where life’s turns-of-events can be abrupt, changing radically without warning.  Such was Linda’s case: in the twenty-four hours preceding her departure, Linda was subjected to being pinned against a wall by her “significant other”, as she refers to him in her book, all the while enduring a barrage of verbal cruelty and being forced to hand over the vehicle keys.  Ms. Fair was then locked out of her own home on a cold October night.  Finding a sleeping bag and refuge in a not-so-close neighbor’s camping trailer, Linda “…spent the next 14 hours trying to avoid hypothermia and reflecting on the situation I was in.”

The next afternoon Linda took a chance on returning to her home and, finding it unoccupied, gathered some bedding and let mental and physical exhaustion take over.  Falling into a deep sleep, Linda slept through to 4 a.m., when she was awoken by a chilling declaration from her “significant other”, one that epitomizes the extreme power imbalance in abusive relationships, as he said, “I’d much rather you died of hypothermia than speak to any of my friends without my permission.”  

Within an hour, at the first hint of dawn, Linda Fair, as many belongings as she could manage, and her five dogs, headed down the driveway from her Ellerslie, Aberta home and on toward…she didn’t know where. 

After she had put a safe distance between herself and her abuser, Linda stopped to take stock of her situation.  Fair has always loved dogs and animals, having worked as an Animal Health Technician for ten years.  Being a Registered Nurse with a good deal of survival camping experience and knowledge in traditional medicines, Linda had always wanted to cross Canada by dog team.  “It seemed as good a time as any, I was already packed,” said Linda, grinning.  With no idea what was in store for them along the way, Fair and ‘her boys’, Dexter, Mork, Bug, Harly, and King Ted, collectively dubbed “The Muttly Crew,” set out traveling on the shoulder of the Trans-Canada Highway, covering five thousand miles in four years, running a total of 243 dog travel days.  The trip was halted at times, for temporary jobs or to speak to groups.  In speaking on the writing of the book, Fair said,” I always felt this trip was for more people than just me, that the trip would touch more lives than just my own.”  With candor Fair spoke of frightening, difficult times, like getting caught in a vicious snowstorm in Saskatchewan, with visibility so poor it was hard to even see the lead dog. In Manitoba most of highway shoulders were graveled, causing sores on the dogs’ feet, even though Linda made protective dog booties for her team.  

“My sled wasn’t really a sled,” said Linda, as she described how her ‘mushmobile’ was actually an adult three-wheeled bicycle she had fashioned for travel, along with a small cart in tow made from recycled wheel chair wheels.  As the team traveled, Fair was amazed at the kindness and generosity of Canadian people.  Many offers of food, cash, and donations of veterinary medical assistance when needed were offered along the way.  At other times, the trip was truly a survivor series, as Linda described a supper of soup made from smoked pork rind dog treat boiled in water with two packets of ketchup added.

Keeping a daily journal during her trip, Linda has penned her first book, covering the first year of the journey.  Called “Five Dog Night”, Fair takes the reader along on an up close day-by-day look at Canada and its people.  A woman who’s faith, determination, and optimism is as inspirational as the story she has to tell, Linda Fair’s adventurous nature can best be summed up in her statement regarding the moment she stopped to take stock of her situation after leaving her home:  “I reached in my pockets and felt around.  I came up with two dimes, a nickel, and a pocketknife, so I decided I was well-equipped for the future.”

Linda will be debuting her book at Genie’s Treasures in Millet on Saturday, April 5.  The book launch and signing will be from 10am to 6pm.
